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Economic Forms in Fre•Colonia l Ghana

1

Stephen Hymer

This essay uses a simple physiocrati c model to examine forms of

economic organisatio n prevailing in Ghana before it was incorporate d
into the British Empire at the end of the 19th century.
into three parts.

It is divided

The first analyzes the village subsistence economy

and suggests that the egalitarian nature of the land-tenure system prevent
ed the emergence of a land-owning class and the appropriatio n of an economic
surplus.

This led to an economic structure characteriz ed by a low level

of material production and a low degree of specialisat ion and exchange.

The

second part analyzes forms of economic organisation associated with long
distance trade: i.e., the very old northern trade with other parts of Africa,
and the southern coastal trade with Europe which began in the 15th century.
It argues that forei8n trade not only expanded the consumption possiblitie s
of the society, as predicted by the theory of internation al trade, but also
introduced a new class structure and gre2ter income inequality, since it
allowed a small group to appropriate a surplus for its own use.

The third

part discusses the relevance of Pre-Colonia l forms to 20th century economy
development .
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1.

II
The Villag e "Subs is tenc e

Ee onom~,2

''All power lies in land" goes a Ghana ian prover b.

As in most agrari an

t in determ ining
economies, the system of land owners hip was the dominant elemen
the struct ure of the economy.

In the Pre-C olonia l Ghana ian economy, land was

they used,
distrib uted equall y and most famili es had full rights to the land
paying little or nothin g in the way of rent or tam~s.
land was the right of every member of the community.

A fair share of availa ble
The produ ct of the land

leisur e class
thus belong ed to the family that cultiv ated it and there was no
derivi ng its income from rents.

(As we shall see in the next sectio n, such

distan ce
leisur e classe s as there were, depended up~n gold-m ining and long
trade rather than land).
y
The absenc e of rent may have been due to the low popul ation densit
and an excess supply of land.

In techni cal terms, one could argue that rent

to its abunda nt
was zero becaus e the ~argin al produ ctivity of land was zero due
even ,-,here
supply . This is not a convin cing explan ation, however, since land,
power of exclud ing
it is plent iful can be made scarce , if certai n groups gain the
others from its use.

Land, in Ghana, was certai nly not free in the sense of

being availa ble to anyone in unlim ited quant itites at zero price.

On the

guarde d.
contra ry, all land had an owner and land rights were jealou sly

Some

es, were
indivi duals in the tradit ional societ y, usuall y strang ers or captiv
slaves .
denied land and had either to pay rent or to work as servan ts or
.
proble m is to explai n why this was not a preva lent relatio nship
as
An impor tant part of the answer seems to be the land laws, which

The
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in poli tica l orga nisat ion,
state d by ,;0~1cr.:, refle ct a "nati v:E(: geni us
whic h is de~a ocrat ic.

11

Afri can
He argue cl that the land tenu re syste m of West

arti fici al scar city, by insu ring
soci et:le s was desig ned to prot ect agai nst
of a· few, and that ever y member
that lc'!.1.d c1,'.d no~ accu mula te in the hand s
t to part icip ate in its use.
of the so~:!.e~y h.::d an unqu estio nabl e righ

The

poli cy was
r indiv idua l
to give the chie f no more land than any othe
or less
and to distr ibut e land righ ts wide ly and more
nunit ies cons ist
equa lly, so that there are demo crati c corm
ant prop rieto rs
ing of mult itude s of smal l farm ers or peas
s. The temp oral
of much the same soci al and econo mic statu
there is no 3
lo~d scar cely exis ts on the Best Coas t, and
pean sense .
co:11::3p~:i.on "tJha tever of a land lord in the Euro
sinc e most belon ged

and,
Thus rco m.:;:rrber of the comm unity was land less;
of land,
to a comm,m~_ty, few men '?ere force d, by lack
The recu lt

,,;23

to work for othe rs,

incom e in ·which every one
a rela~ ively equa l distr ibut ion of

bad sirni lPr ctr!:1 dards of food, hous ing,

and cloth ing.

box, coul d
Hect AfrL:.:::rc.s, altho ugh devo id of a ball ot

In Jone s' s word s,
11

•••

atta in thei r ends

the effe ct of it was to give a
by far si.tnp l-er and more natu ral mean s, but
ctiv e powe r in the orde ring of
rela ti7e ly e~o~mous numb er of peop le an effe
thsi r cwn gover n.rne nt.
..70:1.e:1

11

r from a hunt ing past .
c-::,:ijcc;.:ured that this syste m was a carry -ove

Hu~ti::1g rc-:e :trcd

ll

tion of ectiv ity,
high degr ee of sync hron izati on and coor dina

c in orde r to ensu re coop erati on.
and tha sc,::1.al orga nisa tion must be demo crati
the comm unity as an effe ctive
In this type cf econo my, in orde r to pres erve
the poli tica l lead er must main tain
lJOrk b.g u:~.it in a diff icul t ano eJcac ting taslc,

harmony and balance.

An agricultura l economy does not require the same

risorous division of labour; but when a society moves from hunting to
agriculture , it may carry over with it the same vital principles of balance
and equality.

Thus there develops a system of land tenure in which the chief

or head of household, acting as a trustee in association with elders, preserves
unity and stabilit~ by allocating portions of land to members as needed -
keeping the unused part in reserve.

In its ideal fotm this system produces an

economy in 't·Jhich members are united in blood, language and customs.

Thus an

orderly product ion is ensured by reciprocity , redistributi on and householdin g,
rather than the principles of labour for remuneration , minimum effort, and
the separation of economic institution s from political and social ones.
Of course this simplified presentatio n exaggerates the degree of equality
and democracy attainable, and should not be taken as a literal description of
actual economic conditions in Ghana.

It is, bouever, a useful half.. truth

to contrast with the economic organisetio n found in other countries, and with
the economic structure that developed in connection with foreign trade.
Paradoxical ly, the egalitarian nature of the land lsws may have inhibited
economic development precisely because they prevented a concentratio n of wealth
and power.

Let us suppose that a small group, of superior military strength> hsd

been able to appropriate the land and develop a political system in which they
obtained a large share of the agricultura l output through rent or taxes.

Such

a system existed in miniature in various parts of Africa but did not grow to
large proportions as in other continents,

This would have had far-reaching
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consequences on the economic structure.

The landlords and the governing

class wouldhave used its income to buy food and other consumption and invest
ment goods; part of the population would have left agriculture to become
traders, artisans, servants

and the like, engaged in supplying the needs of

the leisure class, and the farmers would have had to increase agricultural
production, decrease subsistence non-agricultura l production and perhaps consume
less food themselves in order to pay rent or taxes.

The economy would have

become divided into three social classes, as described by the physiocrats: a
manufacturing and service sector which provided for the needs of the aristocracy;
and an agricultural sector which produced the wherewithal to feed the population
as a ,-,hole.
The ruling group ,rnuld then have channeled part of the surplus into
palaces, monuments and public buildings -- to the extent that it built· roads,
irrigation systems, and other infrastructure, output per head would have risen
and the capacity of the economy increased.

Technological change might also

have been speeded up as a result of this division of labor in manufacturing and
other activities.

fl. "civilization, "

in the classic sense, might have emerged,

perhaps comparable to those of India, China, Egypt, Babylon, Rome, Mexico, Peru,
etc., with large urban complexes, impressive structures and an extensive
communications system -- and European visitors would have been more impressed
with Africa than they had been.
As we shall see in the next section with respect to gold production and
foreign trade, something of this nature did actually happen.

A military ruling
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by social and political factors rather than economic ones.
work and product were distributed according to social rules.

Within the famil~
The women and

the young men did a disproportionat e share of the work wh:i.le the old men consumed
a disproportionat e share of the output.

However, over a period of a life cycle,

a man's lot more or less equalled out.

Such a system was maint&ined by custom -

and the monopoly of knm·1led3e that comes with age - rather than by force,
since pm,er was in the hands of the oldest and physically weakest merabers of
the community.

Consequent!~ society did not polarise to any great extent into

two sectors, one producine food and the other specializinp; in m8tmfacturins and
services.

However,

the agricultural technology for produd.ng food surplus and

freeing a significant portion of the population from agriculture existed but
was used in such a manner that each family spent,
on food

production,

say,

one third of its time

instead of one family in three doing this work full time.

Outp.µt per man was therefore low in agriculture because each fa~:lly needed only
to produce its own consumption requirements.

Production per acre wes also low

because 30 part-time workers will usually use more land than 10 full-time
workers.
The situation described above led some observers to conclude that African
farmers were trapped into lm, levels of underdevelopme nt beca•1se cf thei-c
crude technology.

However,

it seems more useful and logical to vi 1::u African

agricultural-tec hnology as the result of economic choice rather than ignorance
of alternatives.

In point of fact, ·oest African farmers used a VPr:!.ety of

agricultural techniques simultaneously,

ranging from intensj_ve year-round

cultivation of small plots around the compound, using fertilizer,
bush-fallow cultivation, using much land and little labor.

to extensive

On numerous occasions,
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they were easily able to produce a surplus for the market, when they wished
to do so.

There may have been some groups which could just barely produce

enough food to support thenselves and where the possibility of a more complex
division of labor did not exist,

II.

but in the vast majority of cases a potential

agricultural surplus existed and vas not appropriated only because of the
organization of society.

Material production was low in Hest African societies,

in part because of the structure of demand,
of division of labor and specialization.

and in part because of the lack

However,

to counterbalance this,
I

leisure and luxury were spread evenly rather than concentrated in a fei:-1 people,
and if per capita income t1e:ce measured in terms of freedom from toil,

reasonable

I

I

I
'

health and a rich and varied life, then the vast majority of Ghanaians probably
enjoyed a higher level of income than their counterparts in the great civilizations
where life was often nasty,

brutish and short.

Slavery and misery nearly ah~ays

have been the dual of civilization.

II. The Foreign Trade Economy
The village subsistence economy we have just described represents only
one level of economic organization in Ghana.

The foreign trade economy, which

has always played an important role in Ghana was based on quite different principles.
He might begin by describing this trade briefly.
Adam Smith was quite wrong in his conjecture that "all the inland parts
of Africa ... seem in all ages of the world to have been in the same barbarous
and uncivilized state in which we find at present. "

Smith had reasoned that
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the lack of river transport had prevented specializat ion and exchange.
rrThere are in Africa none of those great inlets to carry maritime commerce
into the interior parts of the great continent: and the great rivers of Africa
are at too great distance from one another to give occasion to any considerabl e
inland navigation·. "

In actual fact,

an extensive inland network of intra

African trade had e2cisted long before Adam Smith's time and had integrated large
parts of the continent into the world economy,

including the territory encom

passed by modern Ghana.
The main link between Ghana and the rest of the world has been through
the gold trade, and this link connecting Ghana to {Jestern Europe,

first

indirectly through North Africa ~nd then directly through the coastal trade,
is almost 1,000 years old.

It has been argued that the Arab conquest of

Horth Africa in the eighth century changed the Mediterrane an from a link to a
barrier, thereby helping to destroy its Roman economy, with an accompanyin g
retreat in 1-Jestern Europe to a subsistence economy, and the subsequent growth
of feudalism.

13y contrast, however,

the effect in nest Africa of the grouth

of the Arab economy, was to stimulate trade and urbanizatio n.

Gold,

slaves

and malaguetta pepper -- "g::cains of paradise" -- flowed northward from ~!est
Africa in exchange for a southward flow of salt and manufacture d items,
especially cotton textiles.
As a result of this network, great trading empires (Ghana, Mali,
foiined in the interior of Africa,
"the country of the Dlack people. "

Songhai)

in the savannah belt, known as the Sudan
This territory lies between the Sahara
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desert and the tropica l forests to the south.
Dudan was,

Accord ing to Hauny, "the \·)ester n

from the eighth century until the discove ry of America , the chief

supplie r of gold for the i:1estern world.

11

5

A comple te picture of the connec tions between the Sudan trading states
and the area knm:m today as Ghana has not yet been establi shed.

It is clec;1"£·,

an extensi ve
however, that importa nt linkage s did exist and that Ghana carried on
by sea
trade with other parts of Africa through inland routes to the North and
with Nigeria .

6

1-1hen the Portugu ese reached Elmina on the Gold Coast in ll.,71,

.
they found traders from the 1-Iali empire, and a comme rcialize d economy
j

I

Indeed

trading
it uas precis ely because Ghana had been integra ted into the contin ental
system that it was so attract ive to Europea n traders .

A highly develop ed system

overlan d
existed for produci n13 and selling gold uhich had previo usly been sent
to North Africa in exchang e for cloth.

The Portugu ese tapped this system and

uere able to buy large quanti ties of this gold at the coast.

(It has been

the
estimat ed that the Portugu ese shipme nts of gold from the Gold Coast in
early 16th century amounte d to from 1/2 to 1 ton a year and equaled about
7
Anothe r main item of trade 't7as cloth
'1/lOth of the world' s gold supply) .
nce
which presen ted a peculi ar problem because of the existin g native prefere
for the North Africa n manufa cture over that of the Portugu ese.

Therefo re, the

North
Portugu ese, in order to satisfy Uest African tastes, bought cloth in
........

fabrics
Africa ; indeed, they even commis sioned men on the Barbary r.oast to make
tJ
especi ally for this trade.
Europe 's success in breakin g the Arab monopo ly of the Gold Trade, by
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sailing around the TTest doast of Africa and establish ing direct contact uith
the producing sources in Ghana, had a revolutio nary impact on the country's
economy and society.

In an effort to monopoliz e trade, the Portugues e built

a fort on Ghana's mainland and were successfu l in maintaini ng this monopoly
until the 1530' s after which English and J?rench marauders challenge d their
Neither the 11:cench nor the English built

position with increased regularity .

forts in the 16th centur~ but conducted their trade from ships, despite
Portugues e efforts to deter them.

The Portugues e also tried to establish a

gold mine of their oun, to explore the interior, and to exert control ovei· the
surroundi ng people; but they were again unsuccess ful and their pouer "-was
119
virtually restricte d to uithin gunshot of their forts and ships.

Tm-1a1.·ds the end of the 16th century the Dutch also entered the Gold
Coast trade and establish ed several forts.
major Europeanp owers.

They were soon followed by other

In all, about twenty trading forts and castles were

establish ed along the coast in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries as Ghana
became a principal focus of rivalry among the Europe.an nations, and were managed
at times by the French, English, Swedes, Danes, Dutch and even the Brandenbu rgs.
Judging by the number of forts,

trade must have been substanti al, and it

is not surprisin g that it had profound repercuss ions on the whole organizat ion
of the economy and society of Ghana.

The Portugues e introduce d new crops, some

of which -- maize and cassava-- soon became staples; and the consequen t revolutio n
in land-use played an important role in making possible a denser settlemen t in
forest areas.

Although the northern trade continued (Ivor Wilks suggests that
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the interior trading centre at Begho remained a major one in the 16th
10
the new
century, although it hardly shipped anythine to the coast)
opportuniti es from trading via the coast increased the availabilit y of imported
goods, especially the products of the rising manufacturi ng industries of Europe.
Cloth, caps, blankets and other products of cotton and wool were brought to
Ghana where local cotton is of a very poor quality and wool is not available,
since the tropical climate precludes sheep-farmin g.

European iron products

obviated indigenous iron smelting and provided an increased supply of raw
material for the making of tools and industries.

A variety of metal manufacture s

uere also made available to Ghana, which either replaced or supplemente d the
local products -- pots, kettles, basins, knives, pins, swords, daggers, fire
a1Tt1s, axe heads, ha~m1ers, etc.
hunting, food-proces sing,

This increased production in agriculture,

furniture manufacturi ng, etc., as ·well as providing

ueapons for military and political control.
A glimpse of the internal trade network, stimulated by foreign t;:-ade is
provided by a Dutch observer who, as early as 1602, described a Ghanaian market
surprisingl y similar to those of today and indicated a widespread system of
food exchange beti:veen the coast and the interior extending 100-200 miles inland:
"... then the women come to the market with their wares, \·1ho
bring oranges, limons, bannanas, back-ovens, potatoes, indianias,
millia, mais, rice, manigette, hens, egges, bread and such like
necessaries , which those that dwell on the sea-side have need of,
and are sold both unto the inhabitants, and to the Netherlande rs
in the ships, which come thither to buy it. The inhabitants of
the sea-side come also to the market with their wares, which
they buy of the Netherlande rs, as linnen cloth, knives, ground
corrals, look-glasse s, pinnes, · arme rings, and fish, which
their husbands have gotten in the sea, whereof the women buy
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much, and carrie them to other townes within the land, to get
some profit by them, so that the fish which is taken in the
sea, is carried at least an hundred or two hundred railes up
into the lan~ for a great present, although many a times it
stink.es like carrio~ and hath a thousand maggots creeping in
it. Those women are verie nimble about their businesse, and
so earnest therein, that they goe at least five or six miles
every day to the places where they have to gee, and are laden
like asses; for at their back.es they carrie their children, and
on their heads, they have heavie burthen of fruit, or millia,
and so goe laden to the market, and there she buyeth fish to
carrie home ~-1ith her, so that oftentimes, the fl come as heavily
laden from the market, as they went thither."
Barbot, 150 years later, describes the extensive system of internal
markets which had grown up in the Gold Coast, as well as the increase in the
numbers of specialized traders, acting as middlemen between the Europeans and
the inland trading empires thus:
"... trade was well established amonr; those people, in every
part of it, many of them applying themselves wholly to it,
and the profit being considerable, many from the inland thought
it worth while to come down to the coast, to buy European
goods of the Portuguese and other whites, to furnish the
markets in their several provinces; others settling there with
their families, as brokers and factors for their correspondents,
residing in remoter parts, great numbers of which sort are to '
be found settled at many places under the European forts,
especially Commendo, Mina, Corso, Houree, Cormentin and Acra ...
Thus in process of time, from generation to generation, the
resort oftrading Black has been greater; as the several
European settlements at the coast have increased the plenty
of goods, and consequently lessened their prices, which has
been a greater encouragement to those people to drive the
greater trade in the remote inland countries, and by it many
have been vastly enriched... as the trade increased in the
course of a century or more, the number of those factors or
brokers has also multiplied to what they are now; as has the
12
number of fairs and markets in many parts of that vast country."
From the point of view of economic organization, the

IM,

(~

most important

new forms associated with foreign trade were the institutions of the state

and slave ry.

taxes
The econo mic basis of the State was a subst itutio n of

for bandi try.

y
Hitho ut a strong State , long- distan ce trade is contin uousl
A milit ary group , able to

in dange r of preda tory attack s by armed robbe rs.

the safet y of trade rs
maint ain peace and secur ity in a given area, can ensur e
be viewe d as prote ction
and.th en tax them accor dingly . The dutie s charg ed can
the Gonja Kingdom of
money, and as Jack Goody point s out with refere nces to
North ern Ghana,

usual ly
"... provi ded the charg es were not exorb itant, trade rs

kingdo ms rathe r than run
prefe rred to trave l in relati ve secur ity throug h such
less neigh bors.
the risk of being raided in the count ry of their chief

11

merch ants has
This symb iotic relati onshi p betwe en the milit ary and the
large r tradin g emrir es.
a dynam it which can lead to the forma tion of large r and
n is, the wider an
The more effec tive the polit ical and milit ary organ izatio
late, the great er the
area it can encom pass, the great er the trade it can stimu
can pacif y. Moreo ver,
taxes it can colle ct, and hence the great er an area it
its barga ining power,
with each addit ional area conqu ered, the State enhan ces
by reduc ing the optio ns availa ble to trade rs.

Where many small State s compe te

of prote ction will be
as suppl iers of safe passa ge and safe haven , the price
be able to estab lish its
bid down to cost level . However, if one group shoul d
in exces s of costs, and
hegem ony over a wide area, it can then charg e dutie s
extra ct monop oly rent from the comm ercial secto r.

This fisca l surpl us can

then be used by the State to fo\lnd a "civi lizati on."
A stron g State has also the power to explo it labor .

The growt h of foreig n

the expor t staple ,
trade create d a demand for labor to produ ce and trans port
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and to provide food, manufacture s and services for the ruling elite.

Some

of the increase in demand was satisfied by free labor remunerated at the
'-opportunity cost of subsistence agriculture .

But the foreign trade economy,

because it led to a concentratio n of power, also made it possible to use slaves
for these tasks.

This tendency was encouraged by the existence of the European

slave trade and the fact that slaves were a by-product of the expansion
process, since conquest of a new area created captives who would either be
sold to Europeans or used locally.
The word "slavery,

11

however,

should not conjure up the image of a

ruthlessly oppressive system, such as was lmm-m in the European plantations
of the New lJorld.

The word describes the terms and conditions of employment

and not the degree of exploitation .

The treatment of slaves varies considerably ,

even within the same social system.

It is only under special circumstanc es,

such as existed in the Caribbean and in South America,

that a total society

could be organized to extract the maximum possible surplus from slaves,
j.rrespectiv e of any human or social consideratio ns.
Ghanaian economies,

In the P:ce-Colonia l

the use of slaves was considerabl y more temperate.

Although slaves fared worse than free men,
above the minimum £cir bare subsistence .

their standards of living were well

(In the Caribbean,

standards of

living were frequently kept below the cost of production on the grounds that
it was cheaper to buy new slaves than to keep the old ones alive £6r more than
siJc or seven years).
The economic forces just described played an important role in the dynamics
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of Ghanaian society in the Pre-Colonial period.
groups,

'.i:~1e origins of the ruling

in many parts of Ghana, can for exu0ple, be traced to migrants from

trading empires to the north who came to Ghana in order to keep _trade routes
open and to insure the supply of gold.

Similarly, 't·Jhen Europeans arrived
new political

on the Coast in the 15th century end changed the direction of trade,
organizations were created to control the ne·w com'.Ilercial pJ~terns.

From the

16th century on, Ghana experienced a period of act:b·e sti:rce formation as various
groups jockeyed for control of trade routes.
only a small area, but as time went on,

At first ·::bcse states comprised

larger and larger ones emerged.

K.Y.

Daaku describes the process as follows:
!'.. In the second half of the 17th century gun-running
which followed the uake of the concea-;:r2tion of many ·
Europeans forts shook the foundations of (Gold Coast)
society. The great proliferation of firearms nade possible
a forcible inclusion of other weaker states into the
power complex. The later part of the 17th century,
therefore, witnessed the formation of sizeable empires
in the hinterland of the coa;3t. Tb0 desire for
territorial expansion by force of arms in order to
be economically viable in the new situ:J~: ion wr.s first
nkyira, to be follm-~cd by Akw:imu and
shown by
Ashanti. 11

¥4

According to l-Jilks, by 1710, Akwamu fotmd itself

11

rr.'.lB'.:'"r of an Empire extending

uell over a 100 miles on each side of the Volta o:i::d an 5.ndeterminate way inland
and over the Afram Plains and the hill country b'-!hfod the Volta to the east.
By the early 19th century while the Ashsnti
11 ... had establishe.d ascenden,:y over art area of some
125, 000-150,000 square miles from the south~rn coasts to
the high forest, heartland of the empire, and far into the
northern savannahs, lJithin tM.s area there lived probably

1115
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between three and five million people. Economically the
territory was rich in exploitable natural resources,
especially of gold and kola. Alone ancient trade-routes
to Hausaland in the north-east, and to Timbuktu and Jenne
in the north-west, Ashanti commodities could pass into the
entrepots of the Uestern Sudan and some, by the trans
Saharan caravan trails, on to the greater markets of North
Africa. On the southern shores of Ashanti the agents of
Danish, Dutch, English, and French companies had established
their numerous factories, and vied with each other, and
with the northern merchants, for the trade of the interior.
Through the ramifications of the distributive trade, the
Ashanti economy became linked with those of Europe and
patterns of
North Africa, responsive to the chanting
0
supply and demand in world markets."
The strength of the Empire lay in its military and political
organization enabling the State to maintain trade routes and markets and
to collect customs duties from traders, and tribute from conquered territories.
In the case of the Ashanti, these revenues sustained a large and elaborate
empire.

Its capital, Kumasi, had about 30, 000 to ~-0, 000 people and was surround

ed by numerous villages specializing in producing food and manufactured goods
for the urban requirements.

The following quotation from Bowdich who visited

Kumasi in 1817 shows how impressive a spectable the Ashanti could put on for
Europeans:
"Our observations en passant had taught us to conceive
a spectacle far exceeding our original e2cpectations; but
they had not prepared us for the extent and display of the
scene which here burst upon us. An area of nearly a mile in
circumference was crowded with magnificence and novelty.
The king, his tributaries, and captains were resplendent
in the distance, surrounded by attendants of every
description, fronted by a mass of warriors which seemed to make
our approach impervious. The sun was reflected, with a glare
scarcely more supportable than the heat, from the massy gold
ornaments,which glistened in every direction. More
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than a hundred b2nds burst at once on our arrival, with
the peculiar airs of their several chiefs. The horns
flourished their defiances, with the beating of innumerable
drumc and metal instruments , and then yielded for a while
to the soft breathings of their long flutes, which were
trt1ly harmonious; and a pleasing instrument, like a bagpipe
without the drone, was happily blended. At least a hu~dred
J.arge umbrellas, or canopies, which could shelter thirty
persons, uere sprung up and down by the bearers with brilliant
effect, being made of scarlet, yellow, and the most showy
cloths and silks, and crowned on the top with crescents,
pelicans, elephants, barrels, and arms and rmords of gold ...
Ti1e state hammocks, like long cradles, were raiced in the
The Ct;-Shi...:-:1s
rear, the poles on the heads of the bearers.
and the
taffeta,
crimson
with
covered
i~ere
and pillows
small
Innumerable
sides.
the
over
hu;:ig
rich8st cloths
i;:i the
crowded
were
:::tripes,
colored
t1'."",brell~s of various
glare,
the
heightene1
trees
intcrvab, whilst several large
11 7
...
nature
of
by contrasting the sober coloring
Uhat the dynamic of Ashnnti would h<Jve been is not known sin-:e its
further dc~,.;-Jlcpment wm1 frustrated by the expanding Britinh empire ·which
eventually d:cfoated it.

It is interesting to point out, non::!th8less ,

one or

two inhere:1t t•::n<lencies which help delineate its organizatio nal form more
clearly.

E"!en at its height, the Ashanti Empire ceeras not to have destroyed

the egalitari.c.ri villnge subsistence economy which lay at its b.:::se.

judging from t~e experience of other empires,

However,

it is not unlikely that through

time this egal:i.tarian base \rnuld have been eroded as land bec::ime ccncentrate d
in the hands of a fe,-1 rind so::iety polarized into ::: small group wh~.ch h.:.d
wealth and a large group which did not.
land,

The free men,

dispor.:3esed of their

through comn1ercial or cosrcive processes would have beco:ne urban

proletariat .

At the same time,

there were forces tending to create a local

bourgeosie, bal'.led on the accumulatio n of capital :i.n foreign trade, who could
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have hired labor for export production or even manufacturins.

Thus the

stage was set for a further development of the economic structure.

noth these

forces were kept in check by the traditional political structure which protected
land rights and consciously inhibited the development of a commercial class
by preferring to leave trade in the hands of foreigners who did not represent
a threat to the existing pouer structure.

Uhether this system would have

broken down through time and a new one emerged to replace it, remains a
matter for speculation, since the system was never allowed to play itself out.

III, Pre-Colonial Forms

The Pre-Colonial forms of economic organization played an important
role in shaping the 20th century economic revolution in Ghana.
an export economy developed by relatively small-scale farmers,
the owners of very large estates or plantations.

This led to
rather than by

Had the Ashanti empire

renained intact, it might have undertaken large-scale land development, mining
or manufacturing, possibly in co-operation with foreign investors.

It certainly

possessed a sufficiently large concentration of wealth and power to dos~
though its reaction to the 19th century technological developments can only be
a matter for speculation.

In any case, its political and economic systems

were effectively destroyed in the colonization process, and with it the possibility
for a centrally controlled development.
The colonial government at one time considered the possibiiity of declaring
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the right of eminent domain over what it regarded as vacant lands (a common
practice in other colonies).

Had it done so, it could then have made large

tracts of.land available to foreign investors for development , on a plantation
basis, and Ghanaians would have participate d in the export economy as laborers

and not as capitalists .
Lord Lever, for example, wished to establish a niodern agricultura l estate

in Uest Africa and attempted to gain a long-term concession of land which
could then be developed on a large-scale basis.

This, he stressed, would

require a security of land tenure to match the capital intensity of the
development program.

He argued:

"If the government had offered us twenty-one days lease
·we might have been wise in bringing a \.1heelbarrow or t1;,10.
On a twenty-one years lease we could go further, but, after
all, it ·would be comparative ly a very small amount of
money that we uould be justified,;i, n expending holding
only a twenty-one years lease ...••.1.0
Lever justified his request on the grounds that the existing system was not
making full use of the rich hinterland and it was neither in the British nor
the African interests to maintain inefficient land tenure systems which
prevented growth.
("... I sometimes wish that all native chiefs in the British
colonies, in Africa at any rate, were made dukes. In my opinion
we should take the sensible view that this land was theirs for
development and the advancement of civilizatio n; and just as
we will not tolerate a duke keeping hid land for his own
pleasure, or to lock it up, and have passed laws that make this
impossible in the United Kingdom, so I can never understand
why a black man should be allowed to assume a different attitude
and neither develop his own land nor allow other people to do so. ") 18
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The Colonial Office refused Lever's request, perhaps because of its
avowed policy to preserve native institutions in Hest Africa, and, to
protect African interests -- at any rate, in Ghana.

Furthermore, the Colonial

Office was fully aware of the stiff native political resistance tm-1ards any
attempt at interference with land ownership or mineral rights.

19

Land was a

vital element in Ghana's society, and to take it aHay, Great Britain would
have had to use considerably more violence than she could afford to.
Ghanaian land

't·Jas

therefore left in Ghanaian hands, and the land tenure

arrangements of the export economy evolved out of traditional systems.

Though

there has been much discussion of the equity, efficiency and growth potential
of this system, it has not, to any significant extent, been altered directly
by 3overnment action.

The advent of British law provided a modern basis for

fo1.111alizing property relations, but decisions on its use were left in private
hands.
Contrary to Lord Lever's conjectures, the tenure system in Ghana proved
to be highly flexible, and the transfer of land from unproductive to productive
uses was effected swiftly and efficiently.

Since land was widely hel~ the

market was competitive and the price low.

Cocoa farmers were able to oigrate

from one area to another and to purchase land from those who had an excess
supply, or rent it at low rates.

20

Similarly, but with less desirable

consequences from Ghana's point of view, mineral rights were sold to Europeans
coropetitively rather than rnonopolistically.
An important problem arose over the question of who was to benefit from
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the sale of concessions.

Belfield noted that the chiefs sometimes took the

money for themselves, misappropriatin g funds for their own personal use.
"· ... such fraudulent action has, however, been invariably
resented by the tribe, and has resulted in the removal of
the offender from the stool ... As a general rule, therefore,
and particularly in later years, the chiefs have been
careful to effect the distribution of the proc~ ds in a
manner comfortable to the rules of the tribe." 1
This, of course,

is partly beside the point,

since the rules of the tribe

applied to a very different economic situation,

and their application in

novel circumstances might have been constitutional without being desirable
on crounds of either justice or economics.
TTages were high, since much of the population had access to land on which
to e;row food or export crops ,-lithout payinr; high rent.
This set the opportunity cost of working in the cities,
or, on European plantations.

in the mines,

The labor force therefore had to be drawn from

the isolated regions in the north, which had no e2cport crop of their own,
and from the underdeveloped countries of French Fest Africa.

Pace Lord Lever,

the failure of European plantations was due far more to high wages than to
insecurity of land tenure.

Europeans (including the United Africa Company,

a Lever subsidiary) uere able to obtain land; what they were not able to do
was to earn a profit at the going wage rate,
ers.

or,

to compete with Ghanaian farm-

Similarly, the mines found it difficult to pay the going wage.
If the easy access to land raised the supply price of unskilled labo~

it also served to tap a great deal of entrepreneuria l potential in the economy.
Most Ghanaians in the forest area -who t-1anted to establish a farm to produce
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cocoa or food for sale, could easily do so because they had direct rights in
the land and did not have to pay high rents.

Once their own land was exhausted ,

they would have to. buy or rent access land but,

as noted above, efficient

systems for doing so quickly developed .
As for the future,

since there are no large, wealthy landowner s,

the

governmen t cannot finance growth by expropria ting the wealth of the rich
and directing an already moblized surplus to neu endeavors .

There are no

large concentra tions of capital with uhich to finance developme nt,
large concentra tions of v1ealth and pov1er to inhibit it.
surplus exists.

and no

A large potential

To mobilize it, a governmen t would have to organize the rural

area where a strong tradition of political independe nce exists precisely because
the surplus has not been appropria ted.
political processes ,
Finally,

Ghanaians will have to invent new

if they are to tap the resources of their country full~

it is important to stress that the developme nt of a colonial

export economy tended to erode the egalitari an aspects of the tradition al
economy.

The new forms of ,-iealth,

resulting from capital accumulat ion and

education , created new possibili ties for inequalit y of income.

In the process,

some became much richer than others, and the community became stratifie d
according ly.

There was, and is, no mechanism for maintaini ng a balance among

the new forms of wealth, correspon ding to the balance in land ownership
maintaine d by the tradition al economy.
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